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Review of International Studies (1989), 15, 341-358 Printed in Great Britain 

The great illusion revisited: the international theory 
of Norman Angel? 

Cornelia Navari 

Norman Angel? is a theorist of whom everyone has heard and few take seriously. In 
the years before the First World War, he had published The Great Illusion, the 
famous argument which outlined the disutility of war and which appeared to imply 
that governments would henceforth be restrained in the use of force. It was widely 
acclaimed and promoted with fervour by proponents of the peace movement. A few 

months before the outbreak of the First War, Angel? had published another major 
tract predicting that future wars would be less ferocious than past wars. When these 

predictions proved less than accurate, the luckless theorist became a target for the 
realist criticism of idealism'; indeed, he became a constant reference point in 
their defence of the realist position.1 The label was sufficient to assure that, 

while frequently referred to, his own ideas should receive scarcely any critical 
attention.2 

Recently, however, the view of Angel? as a misguided idealist has begun to change. 
In 1980, David Baldwin published a seminal article criticizing much post-war inter 

dependence theory, praising Angell's concepts and criticizing the view that Angell's 
general theory was either idealistic or Utopian.3 This was followed in 1986 by 
Professor J. D. B. Miller's important intellectual history,4 which rescued Angel? 
from the charge of having predicted the end of war and revealed a theorist of insti 
tutions and social developments who, having produced one major theory of inter 
national relations before the war, promptly corrected some of its central tenets and 

produced another. 
More remains to be said, however, regarding Angell's place in twentieth century 

international theory and the type of theory he was attempting to develop. The Great 
Illusion was indeed a liberal anti-war tract; it also, however, represents a major 
development in the tradition of liberal internationalism. In losing touch with it, inter 
national relations has lost touch with an important part of its own historical and 
theoretical development. Angell's theory of interdependence is also the first modern 

theory of interdependence, set within a specific historical context. In The Great 
Illusion, moreover, Angel? developed a systematic theory of social change out of 
which he derived a general model of the international system; and he was perhaps the 
first modern theorist of change who paid particular attention to the consequences of 
change for international relations. Concern with social change has been an important 
aspect of international theory since the Second World War; Angell's work makes it 
clear that that concern has spanned the entire century. 

The rise of modern economic civilization 

The transformation in liberal thought in which Angell was to play an important part 
concerns the bases upon which liberal theorists rested their arguments for open 
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markets and an abandonment of imperial relationships. In the eighteenth and for 
much of the nineteenth century, the necessity of open markets was derived from what 
were primarily natural law concepts. When Adam Smith wrote The Wealth of 
Nations, he believed he had found the natural laws of an eternal verity: markets were 

the underlying condition of social life and they would emerge naturally if interference 
ceased. Richard Cobden, the English radical politician and a disciple of Smith, who 
led the campaign to abolish the Corn Laws, held very much the same view. While 

living in the midst of the social and historical transformation of English society to 

large scale market conditions, he none the less held that this transformation was 

accomplishing natural and ahistorical ends. In the words of Peter Cain, 'It (the new 

society) prospered because it was founded upon the spontaneous needs of mankind 
and was the result of the equally spontaneous organisation men created to meet those 
needs.'5 Angel?, writing just over half-a-century later, took a very different view. 

Open markets were beneficial in that they gave rise to a 'more civilized' and rational 
life than what had gone before and the modern condition depended upon them, but 
there was nothing natural about them. They were created at a specific historical 

moment by specific historical conditions, and they depended for their maintenance 
on those conditions. Free markets were produced and required by modern economic 

conditions, not natural or spontaneous needs. Indeed, he maintained that previous 
societies had gone on very well without them. 

This conception marks a vital shift in the tradition of liberal internationalism: the 
shift from its old natural law to its modern sociological form; from timeless principle 
to structural-functionalism. Modern liberal internationalists share Angell's con 

ceptions and modes of argument. Keohane, Nye, Deutsch and Morse are not natural 
law theorists. They are structural-functionalists. They are trying to ascertain the 

particular social requirements of a present social condition, with little regard to the 
natural requirements of natural men. In this respect, Angel? is an important forebear. 

At the same time, Angell was very conscious of his indebtedness to his natural law 

predecessors. He saw himself following them, expanding their work and correcting it, 
and he took pains to show where his theory was similar to theirs and where it differed. 
As such, The Great Illusion displays the continuities, as well as the breaks, in the 
liberal tradition. In it we may see, admirably laid out, the distinction between 

different traditions of liberal thought and their very different ways of conceptualiz 
ing social requirements. 

The theory of interdependence he developed was, as Baldwin points out, a vulner 

ability theory. Angel? meant by interdependence not an undifferentiated condition of 

sensitivity where countries suffer mutual effects or where things in one country affect 

things in another. He meant a condition entailing potential harm, one moreover in 
which economic, as well as social and political, relationships were such that rupturing 
them produced costs. Baldwin defends this concept as the only one entailing 
dependence. It is also, Baldwin argues, the classical meaning, the meaning deployed 
by the classical economists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with whom the 

concept of interdependence originated, in particular within the branch of classical 
economics known as trade theory. Indeed, he places the concept of vulnerability 'at 

the heart of the pure theory of international trade'.6 
If Angel? deployed the classic definition, however, he also set his notion of inter 

dependence within a theory of historical change. He had a historically specific theory 
of what caused interdependence, and of why some states found themselves in a 

condition of vulnerability. According to Angel?, interdependence, like open markets, 

emerged at a specific time under specific historical conditions. It was, thus, not only a 

logical category, it was also a historical category. We have, in consequence, a theory 
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of not only why countries are vulnerable and the nature of their vulnerability but a 

theory of when they became so, a question not without interest among modern inter 

dependence theorists. 

According to Angel?, countries began to display 'vital' interpendence (to suffer 
costs from the breaking of relationships) through the nineteenth century and 

especially after 1870. The causes of their vulnerability were the political, economic 
and social institutions of modern society as they had developed during that period. 

Angel? argued that modern institutions and social relations were, if not unique, 
certainly distinctive social institutions and relationships, different from past social 

forms, and that they carried distinctive social imperatives. Interdependence was one 
of those imperatives. 

It was this mode of arguing from the functional requirements of social institutions 
that made Angel? a structural functionalist. His mode of arguing from a distinctive 
break between modern and premodern social forms makes him, also, a moderniz 
ation theorist. The Great Illusion was an argument about modern social, economic 
and political conditions and a plea that the public recognize the requirements of what 
were essentially new social, political and economic conditions. 

Angell's theory was also a rather strict form of modernization theory. It specified 
the essential characteristics of modernity and it isolated the particular institutions 
and characteristics of those institutions which were the elements of modernity. This 

specificity has analytical virtues. It links change not to generalized systemic develop 
ments but to specific developments within the system. It also gives rise to a clear set of 

hypothetical postulates about what may be expected to occur given certain 
conditions. It is not a normative theory. The features Angel? ascribed to the inter 
national system are either testable by empirical observation or give rise to empirical 
propositions that can be tested. It is falsifiable; and, after the First World War, 
Angel? himself refuted some of the propositions he had laid down in the years 
preceding it. 

A model of modernity 

Angell was a prolific pamphleteer and publicist and his ideas about international 
relations are spread out over some forty books and a hundred articles.7 His model of 
the emerging international society of his time was developed out of a very popular 
1909 pamphlet on the indemnity and seizure illusions,8 which he reworked into a 

more general theory of modern international relations in 1910 and elaborated again 
in 1912 after the Agadir crisis which he believed confirmed many of his ideas. This 

was The Great Illusion. He further clarified some postulates in The Foundations of 
International Polity (1914); and, in The Fruits of Victory in 1921, he adapted his 

theory to the conditions displayed in and created by the First World War. The Great 
Illusion contains the basic argument, however, and its fullest exposition, and he did 
not essentially change his view of the fundamental nature of interdependence 
contained in it. Indeed, he continued to issue the argument through the inter-war 

period and to reproduce large parts of it. If, later in life, he became a proponent of 
international organization, this was not despite but because of the argument 
contained in it. 

It was, like most modernization theory, a 'layered' theory: after establishing the 
condition of modernity, Angel? built-up a set of logical propositions or derivatives of 
the condition as they affected society and state/society relations. He then argued 
forward to the implications of those changes for international relations. The 

argument was not presented in an entirely systematic way. The Great Illusion has the 
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character of a series of pamphlets, and Angel? tended to develop his arguments by 
taking on critics and arguing with them in mid-text, a method which, if it ably served 
his polemical purposes, served to conceal the structural and modelling aspects of his 

theory, and to confuse the status of the claims he was making. (Indeed, not even 

Angel? seemed entirely clear all the time about what he was saying.) Not all of his 
claims were so extensive as later critics assumed. Equally, however, they had more 

solid empirical foundations than was sometimes obvious from his mode of argument. 

Interdependence 

He began his account of the modern condition with his account of interdependence. 
The two are linked in the analysis: it was the condition of interdependence which 

actually constituted modernity. What, then, was interdependence? 
On the one hand, it was the condition which naturally ensued from the modern 

system of production, more particularly from the division of labour and the special 
ization of function on which the modern system of production was built. The modern 

mode took shape, according to Angel?, fundamentally from the existence of large 
single-product producers, 'producers' of credit or raw materials or industrial 

products or carriage facilities, each of which were also consumers of those products 
on a large scale. If labour were 'divided' and specialized, however, its separate 
elements were also by that very fact 'interdependent', in that each element of the 

productive process depended on the others to provide it with credit, or raw materials, 
or a mobile labour force or market access in a reasonably steady and predictable 
manner. Interdependence was for Angel? at its simplest level the division of labour 

and the mutual dependence of a myriad of specialized and variegated consumers 
which a division of labour produces, spread so far as they were incorporated into the 
modern system of production. 

For those who participated in the division of labour, it was scarcely a comfortable 
or 'ideal' situation, nor one that prevented quarrelling. One might even say that it 

could be expected to produce it. What Angel? postulated, was that those quarrels 
would have to find new ways of solution. He illustrated the condition, and its dis 

contents, admirably with a parable of two men in a boat: 

The boat was leaky, the sea heavy, and the shore a long way off. It took all 
the efforts of the one man to row, and of the other to bale. If either had 
ceased both would have drowned. At one point the rower threatened the 

baler that if he did not bale with more energy he would throw him over 

board; to which the baler made the obvious reply, that if he did, he (the 
rower) would certainly drown also. And as the rower was really dependent 
upon the baler, and the baler upon the rower, neither could use force against 
the other.9 

This process (of the division of labour) was no respecter of frontiers. Indeed, not 

respecting frontiers appeared to be a condition of its being created. Certainly, in the 
case of England, having a 'great national industry' depended upon 'neighbours being 
able to send her food and raw materials in abundant quantities' (p. 145);10 and 

Angel? saw the same process at work in his own time in Germany's modernization, 
or, as he termed it, 'economic civilization', being financed by English credits, 
Russia's railways by French credits and the English and French rentier classes earning 
interest from those far-away places accordingly. 

Angel? generalized these cases into a sort of iron law of modernization. He held 
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that the process of modernization produced a need for things from 'outside'?credit, 
or inventions, or markets or materials not contained in sufficient quantity in the 

country itself. The persistence of relatively self-contained societies in this world was 
not a contradiction of the law but rather a proof of it. Examination would reveal that 
such countries were still primarily, or on balance, reliant on peasant agriculture with, 
at most, an underdeveloped modern sector occupying the marginal areas of the 

economy. They were not yet fully modern. (A simple statement of this postulate: 
getting things from 'outside' is an essential requisite of economic development.) 

The theoretical basis for this position is not spelled out clearly in the analysis. 
There is nothing in Angell's work equivalent to a theory of comparative advantage, 
for example, which would explain why exchange beyond borders was essential to the 
new or 'modern' productive mode. As such, it could be argued, the theory is circular, 

threatening to exclude states from being classed as modern merely because they limit 
international exchange whereas, on the contrary, modernization might be achieved in 

other ways. The Soviet Union, it has been argued, is such a case. By extension, if 
internationalization were avoidable, many of the determinants which Angel? rests on 

the modernization process would fall away. 
But while it is not clearly spelled out, the entire book is infused with a determinate 

and non-circular theory of interdependence. It is a rationalist theory, derived from a 

lingering natural law element in his thought. In essence, Angel? held that territories 
were the accidents of varied geomorphological formations while the imperatives of 

productive systems were the accidents of social desires. As such, it was rationally 
unlikely that the two would ever completely coincide. To Angel?, the essence of 

modernity was a rational economy of scale, a rational division of function, and 

exploitation in an efficient manner. He was confident that nowhere could this be 
achieved within the confines of an accidental territory. 

This provided Angel? with one of the most important analytical features of his 

argument?the use of interdependence as the signalling device of modernity, the 
indicator of its achievement. That the 'economically civilized world is founded upon 
... the increasing division of labour' established for him the definition of 'civil 
ization'. To Angel?, countries had entered the modern world when they began to 

participate in the international division of labour, when they began to suffer inter 

dependence and when the imperatives of interdependence began to guide funda 
mental social and economic policy. For Britain, Angel? placed the achievement of this 
condition in the third or fourth decade of the nineteenth century when 'the develop 

ment of steam and Britain's resources of cheap coal placed us in an advantageous 
position to make ready use of that force' and the development of industry 'began to 
render cheap food essential to our population'. He placed its recognition with 'the 
rain that rained away the Corn Laws' and the revolution in fiscal and foreign policy 

which ensued (p. 146). 
This dependence was not at first mutual. Even 'as late as the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century there was not a single nation in the world outside Britain' illus 

trating the sort of vital dependendence on its neighbours which Britain itself 

displayed (pp. 145-6). It was only after the Franco-Prussian War that 'Germany 
settled down to consolidate her political and economic position' and it was only the 
crisis of 1911 that demonstrated to the German government 'that to bleed white this 

relatively feeble France ... would be to plunge this great and powerful Germany into 
the direst economic distress . . .' (p. 149). And neither Russia nor America were yet 
entirely in the picture. Modernity was for Angel? a very recent phenomenon. 
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Interdependence and trade 

If interdependence was the signifier of modernity, trade was the signifier of inter 

dependence. Where there was no trade or where trade was difficult, there could be no 

interdependence. Further, trade allowed the analyst to create a detailed map of the 

pattern of interdependence. Thus, at the end of the nineteenth century, Argentina, 
the Indies and the Asian colonies were raw material suppliers to the industrial centres 

while Britain and France were capital suppliers to Russia and Germany and these, in 

turn, were sources of investment to British and French rentiers. Trade flows allowed 

Angel? to distinguish roles within the modern system of production which, together 
with the nature of what was being exchanged, allowed him to draw specific pictures 
of 'the system'. 

They also provided him with an empirical base upon which to rest argument: 

The modern German exploits South America by remaining at home. Where, 

forsaking this principle, he attempts to work through political power, he 

approaches futility. German colonies are colonies pour rire. The 
Government has to bribe Germans to go to them: her trade with them is 

microscopic; and if the twenty millions who have been added to Germany's 
population since the war [Franco-Prussian] had to depend on their country's 
political conquest, they would have had to starve. What feeds them are 

countries which Germany has never "owned", and never hopes to "own": 

Brazil, Argentina, the United States, India, Australia, Canada, Russia, 
France, and England . . . These are Germany's real colonies, (p. 129) 

Finally, they allowed him t? discern, with some relish, what Popper has called 'the 
unintended consequences of action' (and which he considered the proper role of 
social science). Thus: 

French policy was aimed at fortifying Russia to counterbalance Germany, 
and, with that purpose, an alliance with Russia was formed, an integral part 
of the understanding being that a portion of the immense free capital of 
France should be available for Russia. That capital was given, with the result 
that German trade to Russia, thanks to development due in no small measure 
to this French capital, has gone up from about 15 to 45 per cent, and 

Germany may be said today to commercially dominate Russia. It is one of 
the great outlets for German industrial and commercial activity?thanks to 
the very policy which was aimed against Germany, (p. 155) 

His emphasis on trade was used by some of Angell's opponents to dispute his 

thesis; for, so the argument goes, countries have always traded; hence, they must 

always have been, in a sense, 'interdependent'. What was new or modern in this? 

Angel? answered this charge in the 1912 edition by pointing out that trade was not 

always and everywhere the same thing. Traditional trade, he argued, had involved for 
the most part only the most restricted local exchange while international trade had 

been a minor part of economic life, consisting in luxury or strategic goods. And, in 

neither case, was regularity of supply counted upon, even in the lives of those who 

engaged in it. Moreover, and partly for this very reason, it was not 'specialized'. Few 

in traditional society had been merely producers or credit givers or traders or carriers 

but had rather combined functions. Modern exchange, he pointed out, was quite 
different: in it, the more important part was international trade and it was 

specialized. Angel? held that modern trade was the expression of specialization and 

that it was specialization on an extensive world-wide scale that had created modern 
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trade. It was also precisely this specialization that created vulnerability. As such, he 

maintained, it represented an altogether different social phenomena, and it carried 

quite different social imperatives. 

When the division of labour was so little developed that every homestead 

produced all that it needed, it mattered nothing if part of the community was 

cut off from the world for weeks and months at a time ... If in the time of 
the Danes England could by some magic have killed all foreigners, she would 

presumably have been better off. If she could do the same thing today, half 
of her population would starve to death. If on one side of the frontier a 

community is, say, wheat-producing, and on the other coal-producing, each 
is dependent for its very existence on the fact of the other being able to carry 

on its labour. The miner cannot in a week set to and grow a crop of wheat; 
the farmer must wait for his wheat to grow, and must meantime feed his 

family and dependents. The exchange involved here must go on, and each 

party have fair expectation that he will in due course be able to reap the fruits 
of his labour, or both starve ... (p. 49) 

In fact, it seemed that sometimes Angell was not talking about trade at all when he 

outlined interdependence. He was talking about the requirements of a particular 
system of production. The essence of the new system was international specializ 
ation. Trade in its new form was merely the sign of that change. 

If interdependence was rooted in a new mode of production, this did not imply that 
it was purely an economic phenomenon. On the contrary, the condition entailed 

social, political and even intellectual change. Modern societies, he maintained, gave 
rise to different values from traditional society and produced entirely different social 
and political institutions, and a country entering upon modernity or economic 
civilization would begin to display these in some form. 

Facilitating specialization: credit, contract and communication 

The most central of the new institutions were the modern facilities of credit, contract 
and communication. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Angel? did not see such 

developments as the result of a mere speeding up of a technological process long in 

preparation or as the result of some random process of modern inventiveness. He saw 
them as functionally related to the new productive mode. Shipping, railways, roads, 
telegraphs and posts had taken shape as integral parts of the division of labour and 

were functionally related to the modern system of specialization. To Angel?, the 
modern communication system constituted the circulatory system of the modern 
mode of production. Without it the modern mode could not exist. As for contract, 
trade and finance were built upon 'confidence in the fulfilment of obligations, upon 
security of tenure in titles, upon the enforcement of contract according to law' 

(p. 72). Angel? related the development of banking rules, banker's 'clubs' and central 
banks, of concern through the nineteenth century with 'non-repudiation', and the 

government's increasing role as the regulator of private contracts as a reflection of 
the increasing demand for contractual security which the modern productive mode 

required. The most vital, however, was the modern credit system. Credit was the key 
institution of modern society, dispensing a required commodity so important that 

without it neither the modern system of production nor the modern state could 
function. 

These three great institutions of modern society were interlocking. Each depended 
on the other for its own working and each also became the other. Contract and its 
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fulfilment was credit; the credit system was also a communication mode. It was a 

transmitting device of sentiments and an aggregator of pressures. Angel? saw in the 
internationalization of credit (or, more accurately, the particular balance that the 
internationalization of credit had produced at the end of the nineteenth century 

between Britain, France and Germany) a semi-autonomous force which governments 
would have to heed and whose judgements governments could not escape. 'I could 
trace for you,' he wrote, 'if I had the time, a really humorous chart establishing the 
direct relationship between the "vigour" of German foreign policy and the figures of 
German commercial insolvency' (p. 150). 

Their relation to wealth was both supportive and substantive. On the one hand, 
they were services to goods, providing for transport, exploitation and development. 

But they were more than mere services. Without these institutions, resources were 

unexploitable; they remained mere potentialities. It was services which released that 

potential and created wealth. Hence, the real wealth basis of modern society lay in its 
social institutions. Modern wealth was, thus 'intangible' (pp. viii?ix); it lay not in 

goods but in the system of production of goods, in its credit worthiness, in its security 
of contract and in its communications system. It did not lie in material but in insti 

tutions, behaviour and ways of thought. 
Angell's account of the political face of modernity anticipated the, by now, rather 

routine accounts of modern political sociology. Interdependence produced not strata 
or castes but classes and interest groups, groups whose interests cut across national 
boundaries. It produced the need for steady access to government by the public and 
different political institutions to provide that access. It produced governments who 
had to be accountable to that range of interests and classes. It produced large 
administrative systems to monitor, co-ordinate and arbitrate between a diversity of 
interests. To Angel?, as to many later political sociologists, those political forms and 

modes of behaviour which we associate with democracy were essentially products of 
industrialization. Once societies began to enter on to the international division of 
labour they would have to develop something akin to these forms. 

Modernity and the state 

More interesting perhaps is his view of the implications of these changes for the state 

and 'the nation'. Secularization, the separation of church and state, the end of 

religious uniformity, migrations and the diversity of interests?all features of the 
modern condition?broke up what Angel? called the state's 'doctrinal hegemony', 
and lessened 'the reciprocal sentiment of collective responsibility' necessary to 

maintain the view of the state as a whole. Moral sentiments, passions and ideals 
differed as much within states as between them, Angel? maintained, and the only 
thing a conception of state could predicate for people living within the same polity 
and holding such a diversity of views were 'the particular administrative conditions 
under which they live' (p. 297). Under the pressure of modernity, nations, too, were 

becoming 'complex heterogeneities' and the collectivization of 'the nation' was 

becoming increasingly difficult to accept as an empirical fact. The state would, thus 

'require homogeneity where it was not naturally present, and loyalty where some 

other wider sentiment would have been better'.11 
As these institutions and new governing habits took form, they altered society's 

power base. Power in traditional society had been largely a question of governmental 
resources. Now, however, it was a question of the social resource, how to release it 

and how to increase it. The industrial system rested on a myriad of specialized and 

interdependent social transactions. The resultant power was equally specialized and 
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its parts mutually interdependent. In consequence, to be harnessed and directed, 
government had to follow policies which assured broad backing of society at large. 
The hypothetical postulate here may be summarized thus: power is diffuse in modern 

society. The modern state's coffers consist of the volition of many specialized and 

strategically placed 'task-doers'. If that volition is unforthcoming, its power base 
vanishes. 

Once these structures were in place, they had consequences for patterns of thought, 
the most important of which to Angell was the ascendance of 'economic thinking'. 

Angel? believed that 'economic thinking' or gauging policy by rational and utilitarian 

criteria, was bound to become prevalent in modern society; that such questions as, 
'How much does war cost and what benefits (material) does it create?' were bound to 

be asked; and that the governments could not evade the application of this criterion 
to policy or criticisms based upon it. 

Angel? ascribed the emergence of 'economic thinking' partly to the existence in 

liberal orders of a myriad of independent business enterprises whose raison d'?tre 
was to create profit. Unlike ventures such as the Hudson's Bay Company which also 
had administrative as well as trading functions and which had to sacrifice some profit 
to administrative purposes, or sixteenth century imperializers who had to carry out 

religious duties and where success was gauged partly in terms of evangelical criteria, 
the modern business enterprise's progress was measured solely by an economic gain 
or loss. Marx posed a similar thesis. If for Marx, however, the profit motive had 

superseded all other social values, for Angel? it had not. He saw the profit motive as 

only one among a variety of other, more dubious social motives. Otherwise, war, the 

'profitless phenomenon' would have disappeared. Nor did it represent a form of 

alienation, or a negative feature of modern society, but on the contrary its pro 
gressive aspect. He constantly challenged his critics to present him with a criterion of 

greater analytic power or, as he put it, 'a balance sheet one can analyse' (pp. 69, 76). 
But there was more behind economic thinking than the profit motive. There was 

also and more profoundly the democratic foundation of modern society. 

What do we mean when we speak of the money of a nation, or the self 
interest of a community? We mean?and in such a discussion as this can 

mean nothing else?better conditions for the great mass of the people, the 
fullest possible lives, the abolition of poverty and of narrow circumstances, 
that the millions shall be better housed and clothed and fed, capable of 

making provision for sickness and old age, with lives prolonged and cheered 
?and not merely this, but also that they shall be better educated, with 
character disciplined by steady labour and better use of leisure, a general 
atmosphere which shall make possible family affection, individual dignity 
and courtesy and the graces of life, not alone among the few, but among the 

many. (p. 177) 

In other words, national well-being was the basic political ideal of modern society 
and 'well-being' in the modern materialist world had to be demonstrable by visible 

signs. Utilitarian criteria provided such visible signs. Hence their application to 

policy was inevitable. 

Modernity and international relations 

The first consequence of these changes for foreign policy, observable in his own time, 
was a growing tendency for self-government in units of empires and the growing 
inability of old imperial centres to effect legislation in their dominions. For, whereas 



350 The great illusion revisited 

the colonial policy of the sixteenth century merchant adventurer had to be directed to 
'such politically effective occupation of the country that he could keep the savage or 

semi-savage population in check' and 'prevent other nations from searching for this 
wealth in precious metals, spices, etc., since if they obtained it, he could not ... as 
soon as there grew up in those countries an organised community living in the country 
itself, the whole problem changed'. 

The Colonies, then, have a value to the Mother Country mainly as a market 
and a source of food and raw materials, and if their value in those respects is 
to be developed to the full, they inevitably become self-governing 
communities in greater or less degree, and the Mother Country exploits them 

exactly as she exploits any other community with which she may be in 
relation, (pp. 98-9) 

Indeed, the situation went further. Because of the diffusion of power in modern 
societies and the democratization of political rule, the more a country owned 

another, the more she would have to give up force in directing its policy and the more 

she must seek arrangements which were 'mutually advantageous' (pp. 110?12). 
Angel? would scarcely have been surprised at the South African government's 
attempts to divest itself of 'bantustans' and set them up as independent states, since 
such mutual advantage would then not be required of it. 

A second consequence was what Angel? called the 'indemnity futility', the attempt 
to make a defeated state 'pay' for the war. Indemnities were futile because, in the 

modern condition, wealth was not gold but goods and exchange of goods. To achieve 
an indemnity, the victorious would have to 'receive' such goods. This would involve 
the irony of having to rehabilitate the vanquished to the degree that he could 

produce. But it also meant an 'unfair' competition with the goods or services of the 
victor which the victor would find difficult to tolerate. (Angel? loved the indemnity 
futility, since it exactly expressed the nature of interdependence, in this instance 
between a producer and a market.) Should the victor try to insist on gold, the conse 

quences would be the same, since the vanquished could only receive gold (or some 

exchangeable currency) by selling goods. 
In indemnities, Angel? anticipated Keynes's argument in The Consequences of the 

Peace. It was also the one postulate upon which he could unreservedly congratulate 
himself and within a short period of its being postulated: during the negotiations for 
the peace following the First World War, French unions refused to receive German 

goods as reparations because of competition; the only way Gesrmany eventually 
'paid' was by a tax on its trade; and it was essentially American loans which 

rehabilitated the German economy so that it could pay. 
A third consequence was the increasing importance of international law and the 

expansion of international legal codes to achieve international contractual security. 
So long as the world had come to depend for its material life on a myriad of social 

transactions, the regulation of those transactions had become vital, and international 
law had had to grow in complexity and range to match them. International law was 

reflective, however; it did not produce the order on which it was based. It was, itself, 

produced by the autonomous social forces that were making it necessary (esp. p. 23). 
A fourth consequence was the changing role of force. 'In the days of the sailing 

ship and the lumbering waggon dragging slowly over all but impassable roads, for 
one country to derive any considerable profit from another it had practically to 

administer it politically . . .' (p. 128). In such circumstances, force directed to 

conquest made sense. Today, such seizures had no value and were a positive 
detriment. Other nations were 'too firmly set' to establish a union of sentiment with 
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the conqueror; and pacification techniques that were possible 'to the Canaanites or 
the Romans, or even to the Normans' were no longer possible in modern societies (an 
ominous postulate). In these circumstances, attempts at conquest could only prove 

expensive, detrimental to national treasuries and politically divisive. 

Failing wars of conquest, there could be only one justification for the use of force, 
apart from self-defence. This was the 'establishment of order' to achieve an already 

existing potential for social and economic co-operation. Indeed, the very inter 

dependence of nations and modern commercial life was pushing that away. 

France has benefited by the conquest of Algeria, England by that of India, 
because in each case the arms were employed not, properly speaking for 

conquest at all, but for the police purposes, for the establishment and main 
tenance of order . . . Where the condition of a territory is such that the social 
and economic cooperation of other countries with it is impossible, we may 
expect the intervention of military force, [emphasis added] not as the result 
of the "annexationist illusion", but as the outcome of real social forces 

pushing for the maintenance of order. That is the story of England in Egypt 
or, for that matter, in India, (p. 132) 

Angel? had, in fact, no general category of war. And it was not war that would cease, 
but at most particular kinds of wars.12 What one should expect to see were more short 

disciplinary actions or long periods of administration, to amalgamate areas into 

orderly 'co-operation'. This latter use of force was intervention. Angel? had begun to 

develop the outlines of a theory of intervention. 

Angell's ascription of the development of intervention to the political and com 

mercial requirements of industrial societies anticipated modern theories of 'free trade 

imperialism'.13 It should be noted, however, that Angel? would not have accepted the 
notion that free trade imperialism was imperialism or that, if it were, it could remain 

so, and his reasons deserve careful consideration. According to Angel?, whether a 

society willed it or not, if it was an industrializing country carrying out conquest, it 
would have to develop forms of social co-operation, indeed it would have to carry out 

development, since there was no other way it could use or exploit the territory. As it 
did so, forms of self-government would have to develop or the territory would have 
to be incorporated into the metropolis. Whether or not it remained within an increas 

ingly fictional 'empire' was, to Angel?, largely immaterial.14 
As the purpose of the use of force changed, so ought the conception of how the 

armed force should be used. Policing implied activities such as 'the running in of 

burglars and drunks' (p. 131). It implied a legal code to which the armed forces stood 
as enforcers and administrators. Consequently, their relation with the population of 
the intervened would differ. They would carry out administrative work, 'the final 
result of which will be to make populations like those of Asia Minor in the last resort 
their own policemen' (p. 137). 

Angel? acknowledged that the distinction between 'the work of policing backward 
or disorderly populations' and 'the annexationist illusion' was not widely accepted in 
his time; and that, though potentially distinguishable in both aims and forms, the 
two were often confused. This created a real danger of squabbles. But he confidently 

predicted, and it was to be one of his more prescient predictions, that when Europe 'is 
a little more educated on these matters, the European populations would realise that 

they have no primordial interest in furnishing the policemen' (p. 137). 
As the use of force changed so did the physical conduct of war. War was being 

translated into 'words, talk and ideas. And something more than ideas. Their 
translation into practical effort, into organisation, into the direction and administra 
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tion of organisation, into the strategy and tactics of human life' (p. 275). Angel? 
predicted that the general would have to become a bureaucrat, a scientist and a soci 

ologist and that warfare would increasingly require these abilities in its warriors. 
The final, and from Angell's point of view, crucial point?the point indeed 

towards which the entire argument was directed?was the non-utility of war from a 

materialist point of view. The materialist aspect deserves emphasis. Angell's 
insistence that war could not pay was intended literally: that no accruing to national 
riches could follow victory in war and that such reasons for going to war?to seize 
trade or to exploit colonies?were unjustified by any sound understanding of the 

basis of national wealth in modern conditions. It was not a 'normative' argument 
but an economic argument. 

His analysis was based on the nature of the social imperative he had hitherto drawn 

and the nature of wealth creation it implied. This was essentially an endogenous 
theory of wealth: wealth was dependent on the nature of social institutions and the 

industry and energies of a people, and it could only accrue to a state in the degree to 

which it was a 'free' people; that is, in the degree to which government policy had 

social backing. It could, therefore, not be 'transferred' from an enemy to a victor. 

Indeed, it could not be transferred at all.15 The model he used was the Franco 

Prussian war and the shift of Alsace to Germany. In this shift, Germans were not a 

'jot richer' for their accumulation of the wealth of Alsace and this was because, in 

orc^er to exploit it, Alsatians had to be left in possession of it. The most that could be 

said was that 'Germany' enjoyed a greater accumulation of national product but only 
because she had absorbed a greater population. Her per capita product was largely 
unaffected. Nor was even this condition to be taken for granted: in the case of Alsace 

there had been a sufficient union of sentiment with the victor. (Angel? confirmed this 

point when he reissued The Great Illusion in 1933, reflecting on the contrary 

experience of France's occupation of the Ruhr in 1921.) The ironies of wealth 

creation through war went even further than 'no gain to the victor'. Angel? delighted 
to observe that ten years after the defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian war, 
France was economically the relatively stronger, and when he reprinted The Great 

Illusion in 1933 he noted that Germany had recovered and was economically the 

stronger. 

That countries accrue no long term growth through victory in war and may even 

'lose' has recently been the subject of an empirical test by A. F. K. Organski and J. 

Kugler and their findings presented in a paper in the American Political Science 
Review.16 Excluding factors exogenous to war effects, the authors noted a pattern in 

the two world wars of the century: that the victors enjoyed a short growth spurt and 
the defeated a short decline in the few years immediately following war. In each 

instance, however, growth was unaffected ten years later, and by twelve to fourteen 

years later the defeated tended to surpass the victor. They called this 'the phoenix 
factor'. Angel? had apparently identified the phoenix factor in 1910. 

Later, in the preface to The Great Illusion 1933, which Angel? reissued to heighten 

public awareness of the dangers of war and the consequences for modern economies 
of prolonged hostilities, he seems to have turned from the phoenix thesis to imply 
that countries did not recover at all from war; that is, the war caused a general 

impoverishment. Organski and Kugler seem to have understood Angell in this 
manner. Hence, he is quoted as an apostle of the 'general impoverishment' thesis.17 

They were misled, however, by Angell's publicist zeal and by apparently consulting 

only the preface of the 1933 edition. Had they continued they would have seen The 

Great Illusion intact with its account of France's recovery after the Franco-Prussian 
war and with added remarks about Germany's recovery after defeat. In fact, to 
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highlight the dangers of war in the new preface, Angel? rather hastily incorporated 
the depression, treating it as, in effect, a consequence of the war and hence implying 
general impoverishment, while Organski and Kugler exclude the depression, treating 
it as 'not a war effect'. It may be that Angel? had come to believe that the war had 
caused the depression and hence general impoverishment, but that could not be 
concluded from the remarks of his preface where he is clearly making a propaganda 
point, and not a serious analytical point. If they differ, it would not concern the 

tendency of the vanquished to recover, a phenomenon to which Angel? repeatedly 
referred in his writings. (It might, however, concern the interesting question of 

whether or not the depression should be treated as a war effect.) It is also interesting 
to note that Organski and Kugler and Angel? drew similar conclusions from the 
existence of the phoenix factor: in the words of the former, 'independent variables in 
international relations are not found in international relations but in the growth of 
the units that comprise the system';18 that is, an endogenous theory of national 

wealth. 

Angell also went one step further than Organski and Kugler. He offered a 

postulate for why the vanquished might actually surpass the victor?the heart of the 

phoenix factor?a phenomenon on which the latter declined to offer any hypothesis. 
Ironically, it was the very tendency in modern war for the victor to impose 
indemnities on the vanquished. One reason why the indemnity was an illusion, Angel? 

postulated, was that indemnities had the effect of an 'internal discipline', actually 
spurring growth in the long run. 

Weaknesses in Angell's theory 

One flaw that might be ascribed to Angell's theory is an excessive generality. Inter 

dependence might exist but not everywhere in the same degree: Some sorts of trans 
actions may be vital to national life, others might be waived or suspended for some 
duration. Also it is clear that not all nations are equally interdependent. An under 

developed country where large parts of the population are still self-sufficient may 
require only some items from 'outside'. Conflicts between such nations, or between 

developed and underdeveloped nations would clearly demonstrate variations from 
the general model. In addition, are modern or post-modern producers really 
specialized in the way Angel? postulated? Many seem to produce the same goods; it is 

markets for which they are competing. Angell's other categories also need more 

specification and refinement. We might want to know about the variety of political 
forms a modernizing country can develop, the variety of co-operative forms or the 
varieties of interventionism. 

Important as all of these considerations are, however, it is doubtful whether any 
constitutes a limitation of theory properly understood. All general theories lack 
detail in respect of their nature as general theories. What interested Angel? was the 

question of whether a modern society could avoid the consequences of certain 
actions. None of the considerations listed above would contradict his general con 
clusions. The general aspect of 'large' theories also has other uses. Their abstraction 
allows them to be converted into ideal types or models in the light of which deviation 
from the model may be noted. Using Angell's theory, we may note for example, that 
states do not achieve the condition of interdependence or modernity nearly so closely 
together in time as he supposed. But he provides the idea of the signal of modernity 

which makes this refinement intelligible. 
Others have claimed that it is not possible to measure interdependence, and that 

measurement is essential for predicting behaviour. What, for example, is 'vital' inter 
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dependence, the sort that a state must maintain? How will we know when sanctions 
must work? Or must fail? Angell's vulnerability thesis, however, overcomes this 

difficulty. It is relatively easy, for example, to establish the rough economic cost of 

substituting one good for another, or losing a particular market or having to 

stockpile a strategic good. These are 'measurements of interdependence' and will 

provide illustrations of a relative degree of interdependence as between one country 
and another. Moreover, Angell's theory does give rise to numerous postulates 
concerning events which are likely to occur given certain sorts of behaviour. If the 

predictions proved, as some did, inaccurate, this is not because the theory is not 

predictive. It is simply that for all that he got right, Angell also got some things very 
wrong about the social configuration of his time. 

The problem of the state 

In the first place, he displayed a curious lack of precision as to what constitutes the 
state, particularly the modern state. For the most part we may substitute the word 

'government' for his use of the word 'state'; that is, the formal governing apparatus 
of society. But the 'state' in modern society is constituted by more than the formal 

governing apparatus. Institutions such as the press, research institutes and lobbies 
have been absorbed into the structure of modern governance. Moreover, in modern 
states there exists a vast and detailed body of legal practice whose formulation is 
influenced by and which is partly administered by autonomous or quasi-autonomous 

bodies such as medical councils, trade unions, races relations bureaux, housing asso 
ciations and environmental groups. Now, in the modern state, this apparatus is not 

shrinking. It is growing. Whether all of this constitutes a 'state' commonly under 
stood and whether the state is growing or whether it constitutes diffusion, pluralism 
and a derogation of the state's power is a difficult question and one which is at the 
centre of much modern political enquiry. Angel?, however, did not see this problem, 
at least in 1910. Like Lenin, he simply dissociated administrative power from state 

power, as if one could never take the form of the other, and assumed that because the 

government was having to share power the state was becoming less important. 
What is more certain is the role of government in the midst of these multifarious 

bodies. While government may well be losing certain prerogatives to various kinds of 

'quango', it is gaining others of a more important kind. While it may be losing 
determinate power over individual policies, it is gaining power as co-ordinator, 
intervener in and ultimate legitimator of the activities of the many informal agents 
that make up the modern state. Moreover, the citizen, regulated by an increasingly 
dense body of legislation, was even then becoming increasingly vulnerable thereby to 
the legal and social control of which government is the ultimate arbiter. Modern 

government clearly cannot exercise this control wilfully or whenever it wishes. We 
cannot be ordered to go to war, for example, whatever the case in question. Con 

ditionally is very important in the modern state. But at times, given the right 
conditions, modern government is closer to being capable of absorbing the entire 
social product and directing it to a purpose than at any time since the existence of 
small scale tribal society. In short, neither governments nor states were becoming less 
determinant in the lives of citizens, or less powerful. They were becoming more so, as 

part of the very pattern of developments which Angel? outlined. 

The limited case of interdependence 

A second difficulty is that Angel? drew his pattern of interdependence and its conse 

quences from what he considered a paradigmatic case?that of Britain's formal and 
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informal empire. But Britain's case was distinctive and even idiosyncratic. It 
consisted of a small metropolis at a great distance from which raw materials were 

produced to fuel a relatively small industrial sector and in which a large proportion of 
wealth accrued by serving that empire with communications and credit. Germany's 
case was different. It had a large industrial sector with a raw material resource close 
at hand tied to it by an efficient and protectable rail network. Those circumstances 
allowed interdependence to serve not peace, but national ambition. Under the 

pressure of the economic crisis, with their agricultural producers facing disaster, 
various eastern European leaderships waited in the anterooms of the Reichs 

chancellery to serve Germany with whatever form of pseudo or actual Fascism would 
assure them markets. Germany simply had to enclose the lot in a security system to 
turn interdependence into the machinery of a vast, centrally-directed, war effort.19 

In fact, interdependence produces as many temptations to seize and control as to 

manage within the loose framework of an ever growing international legal order. 

Indeed, if the latter is under stress, there is more temptation to control. 'Empire' is 
another word for control. Angel? forgot that the period of the development of formal 

empire came after the onset of industrialization. Forgetting that, he did not foresee 

that, were the international economy to go into disarray as it did during the inter-war 

period, pressure would grow for those empires to be tightened, despite all the 

perfectly sensible democratic and modern factors which militated against such a 

tightening. 

The neglect of nationalism 

Perhaps the most important gap in Angell's theory, however, and one he never really 
overcame, concerns nationalism. Angel? had a theory of nationalism. He treated it as 
a form of atavism, a throwback to, or a carry-over from, a more traditional age and 
characteristic of pre-modern social forms which was dysfunctional to modern social 

requirements and an obstacle to their comprehension. This had become a common 
view among liberal thinkers by the end of the nineteenth century, but it was an odd 
view for a modernization theorist and inconsistent in a structural-functional theory 
of modern society. A theorist who sees ideology and social forms as useful to the 
social requirements of his time ought to be very suspicious of 'atavisms', particu 
larly those that are widespread and apparently compelling. Quite apart from logical 
inconsistencies, modern nationalism is anyway not like 'traditional' nationalism, if 

one can speak of such a thing. It unites peoples spread over a great area, peoples who 

may share no kinship, no language and even no common culture or religion. 
Moreover, modern nationalism performs at least one very important 'function' in 
modern society. It gives to those heterogeneous populations precisely that 'common 
sentiment of moral responsibility' which Angel? deemed to be lacking in the modern 
state. Indeed, some would say this is why nationalism was invented.20 

More importantly, his treatment of nationalism highlights a certain superficiality 
in his social analysis. It is quite true that were modern society that collection of evenly 

placed producers and consumers, all rationally pursuing individual interests, which 

Angel? seemed to postulate, such a society would not need nationalism (as he quite 
logically supposed). But if the societies of his time did require nationalism, the 

corollary is also true: there must have been more to the social fabric than he postu 
lated. More to the point, whatever it was that was creating nationalism, its nature and 
sources, could only have been revealed by taking nationalism on, not by dismissing it. 
In dismissing nationalism, Angel? did not so much get the social fabric wrong as he 

denied himself access to it. 
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If Angel? did not theorize the state quite properly, however; if he continued to be 
baffled by nationalism, he certainly saw the consequences of increasing state control 
of the economy and the lives of modern citizens for his theory and their implications 
for the international system, nationalism and war; and in The Fruits of Victory21 he 
laid out some of these consequences. 

The first was that preparation for modern war had come to mean increasing 
control by government of the national resource as a whole and that in a democratic 

age it would be difficult to turn back the tide. For, 

War showed that by co-ordinated and centralised action the whole economic 
structure can without disaster be altered to a degree that before the war no 
economist would have supposed possible . . . (and) it is impossible to 

exaggerate the extent to which the revelation of economic possibilities has 
influenced working class opinion, (p. 72) 

The old 'individualist' economy had, in consequence, largely been destroyed and 
the nation 'taking over individual enterprise, became trader and manufacturer in 

increasing degree'.22 Moreover, 'if co-operation must in future be less as between 
individuals for private advantage, and much more as between nations, governments 
acting in an economic capacity, the political emotions of nationalism will play a 

larger role in the economic processes of Europe. If to nationalist hostilities is to be 
added the commercial rivalry of nations now converted into traders and capitalists, 
we are likely to have not a less but a more quarrelsome world.'23 The economization 
of military and political conflict also meant that, henceforth, military preponderance 
'must necessitate stable and prolonged co-operation', particularly between small 

and medium states, but that the same economization would simultaneously render 
alliances uncertain and 'extremely unstable foundations of power'. (It was on the 
basis of this analysis that Angel? turned towards his defence of collective security.) 

The mobilization of the whole resource of a country, men, women and industry, 
also eroded the distinction between the citizen and the state and made each citizen 

more dependent on his state and much more a part of it, a development which the 

peace treaty only exacerbated. The discrimination made against Germans in overseas 
trade and the expropriation of private property in allied territories to pay German 

war debts would, he postulated, carry forward the identification of state and citizen; 
and, the more thoroughly Germany were made to pay, 'the more State-controlled do 

we compel her (and only to a lesser extent ourselves) to become'.24 

Germans are now, in fact, placed in a position of having to deal through 
their State, which in turn deals with other States . . . The thing has to be 
done through governments. We have come much nearer to a condition in 
which States do indeed 'own' (they certainly control) their raw materials.25 

German traders were also bound to feel more nationalistic in consequence. Angel? 
had begun, in a small way, to hypothesize a functional theory of nationalism. 

It is important to note, however, on what basis Angel? achieved these corrections 
and new hypotheses. Fundamentally, it was by holding on to his notion of inter 

dependence as vulnerability and asking how traders and others would feel if, in an 

interdependent world, states controlled economies. It was because Germans lived in 
an interdependent world that they were bound to become more nationalistic. If trade 
'had to get through' in a condition in which states controlled economies, the outcome 

could only be an increase in nationalism, and not despite, but because, of inter 

dependence. 
In the contemporary climate, there is a tendency to see nationalism and inter 
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dependence as mutually exclusive phenomena. To Angel?, however, the challenge in 
the inter-war period was to see how they combined. An inadequate theory of 

nationalism impeded him. Hence, his inter-war obsession with the 'public mind'. But 
if an inadequate theory of nationalism and a good deal of public business prevented 

him from ever doing so in any satisfactory manner, he at least understood that that 
was what had to be done. 

Conclusion 

Angel? wrote half a theory and it is a theory which needs completing. But it is not an 

irrelevant or unimportant half. The identification of interdependence with modernity 
is logically consistent and analytically useful and makes a contribution to an 

important body of theory. His concept of interdependence as vulnerability but tied, 
as well, to a historical theory of change allows for numerous specific hypotheses and 

testable postulates. Moreover, social change did create a 'new diplomacy' which had 
to take into account the broadened political base of modern states and modern 

productive requirements. For all its flaws, Angell's remains the most complete 
theoretical account of the new pressures to which foreign policies would be 

subjected. For this alone, he deserves to be remembered. But there is more. While 

Angel? failed to see the temptations to war which were being created by inter 

dependence, while he failed to see that war was to remain not only possible, but that it 
was to widen its scope, it is also true that he correctly foresaw many of its limits. His 
is not the complete philosophy of modern war which he supposed, but he remains an 

astute philosopher of war's disappointments and why it is that war in the modern age 
so seldom achieves the ends for which it is set in motion. For this, The Great Illusion 
deserves not only to be remembered but to be drawn back into the sources of our 

thinking on the modern state and the international web which allows it to be modern. 
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